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Since the mid 1990s, the relationship between cities and information and communication 
technology (ICT) has become increasingly profound and as a result, been the focus of study 
for scholars from different disciplines. The late William J. Mitchell, then Dean of the MIT 
School of Architecture and Planning, and author of the 1995 book “City of Bits: Space, 
Place, and the Infobahn” (W. J. Mitchell, 1995) was influential in suggesting a notable 
relationship between place and technology at a time when mainstream interest was focused 
on the promise of Al Gore’s coinage of the “Information Superhighway” (Hearn, Mandeville, 
& Anthony, 1999) and what Cairncross (1997) called the “Death of Distance.” However, 
rather than a decline in the significance of place through services such as telecommuting, 
distance education, e-commerce, the physical and tangible layers of the city started to mix 
with the digital layers of the internet and online communications. The other seminal text that 
systematically examined aspects of this development and their impact on the spatial and 
social evolution of cities is “Telecommunications and the City: Electronic Spaces, Urban 
Places” (S. Graham & Marvin, 1996). 
 
Fast forward to today, and utopian technology narratives elevate the idea of the “smart city” 
into mainstream interest and attention. Yet, for the practice of urban interaction designers it 
is useful to appreciate that there are concerns with a vision that essentially equates a city 
with a computer system or a commercial corporation (Foth, Hudson-Smith, & Gifford, 2016; 
Mattern, 2017; Sassen, 2015; Williams, Robles, & Dourish, 2009). This chapter will further 
unpack and add to these critiques with a specific focus on big data and algorithms. Big data 
has become a crucial building block in the smart city visions and narratives. Indeed, we live 
in a mediated world that is increasingly governed, judged, and served back to us by 
computer code, algorithms, and data as the new raw material. The emergence of this new 
data-driven “algorithmic culture” (Striphas, 2015) challenges the positive aspects of 
“participatory culture” espoused by Jenkins (2006) a decade earlier. Academic work in digital 
media, communication and cultural studies has only just started to examine the side effects 
of technology-driven participatory culture. Although people contribute much of the data that 
algorithmic systems operate upon, those systems remain largely opaque ‘black boxes’ 
closed off to public understanding, scrutiny and control: algorithms are, as Diakopolous 
(2014) puts it, “the new power brokers in society” (p. 2). The technical systems and platforms 
that, at the beginning of the century were heralded as enabling participation, have 
downsides and consequences that are not yet well understood. Large data sets collecting 
user preferences and interactions inform the sorting and curation of digital content and news 
feeds on social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. Search results on Google 
and Amazon are equally shaped and ranked by these algorithmic filters. However, these 
developments have now started to grow beyond social media and affect cities and city life. 
 
In cities, when combined with ubiquitous mobile media and location-based services, 
algorithmic culture has been seen to exacerbate the problem of “software-sorted 
geographies” (S. Graham, 2005): a conjunction of code and space that algorithmically 
“orchestrates inequalities through technological systems embedded within urban 
environments” (p. 562). As Widmer (2016) explains, software sorting gives rise to “different 
regimes of visibility or invisibility of information” (p. 60), and, by extension, to differential 
geographies. The mediated geographies served to us via locative devices and urban media 
might, for instance, show us only the city an algorithm assumes we want to see. 
 
This chapter examines some of the touch points between the city and its citizens, looking at 
both sides: On the one hand, algorithmic curation and selection renders automated 
variations of the city. On the other hand, there are opportunities to explore tinkering with 
algorithmic might to bring about a diversity dividend (Wood & Landry, 2008) and increased 
innovation capacity in cities (Duranton & Puga, 2000; Jacobs, 1969; Ottaviano & Peri, 2006). 
In order to do so, cities must provide appropriate interfaces (de Waal, 2014). Such urban 
computing, urban informatics and urban media interfaces include location-based applications 
on mobile phones used in the city as well as public displays and forms of media architecture, 
such as interactive media façades and installations. Urban interaction design provides the 
transdisciplinary practice for addressing these issues by fostering both depolarisation, and 
the discovery and value of difference. Urban interaction design can bring unique qualities, 
such as an ability to reach a diversity of citizens, and an ability to influence and increase 
transparency and awareness of the impact of algorithmic culture. 
 
The chapter is structured as follows. It will first outline the basic premises of big data 
analytics and algorithms in the context of urban informatics that have given rise to the new 
field of urban science. It then will turn to the socio-cultural implications and issues arising 
from the emerging algorithmic culture. In the third section, we will discuss examples that 
illustrate possible pathways to tinker and challenge algorithmic culture. We will use the 
perhaps counterintuitive case of “getting lost” versus “losing yourself” in the city to outline 
some possible ways forward. 
Urban Science 
Scholarly interest in data to study and understand cities is not new. Notable contributions 
predating the current interest stem from related fields such as cartography (Monmonier, 
2015) and epidemiology, such as the works of Charles Picquet in Paris in 1832 (Benoiston 
de Châteauneuf et al., 1834) and John Snow in London in 1854. Snow mapped a 
widespread cholera outbreak in Soho, located the source, and found that the disease was 
waterborne, which led to substantial improvements to not just London’s water and sewage 
system but that of many other cities worldwide (Ball, 2009). 
 
Progress in the computational analysis of geographic and spatial data started to accelerate 
in the 1960s (Foresman, 1998). Tomlinson (1969) is attributed with coining the term 
“Geographic Information System” (GIS). Advancements in both hardware and software 
coupled with the rapidly increasing rate of urbanisation globally contributed to giving rise to 
the new practice of urban modelling (Batty, 1976). Yet, at that time, the sources of urban 
data were limited in quantity, accuracy, and frequency compared to today. This situation 
changed dramatically with the introduction of ubiquitous computing, which not only saw 
technology spreading into all aspects of everyday life, but also the ability to digitally record 
data thereof. Coupled with location-based services (GPS) and increasing computing power, 
internet bandwidth, storage capacity, widespread uptake, and all at decreasing cost, more 
and more data was available for analysis (Press, 2013). Additionally, the types of sources of 
data – not just of interest to urban studies but also sociology, cultural studies, science – 
increased as well. Applications running on location-aware smartphones, particularly locative 
social media apps such as Foursquare and Facebook, produce a wealth of data that can 
give new insights into the urban condition (Gleeson, 2014; Widmer, 2016). 
 
How do we distinguish between conventional data sets and “big data”? In 2001, the “three 
Vs” were used to describe three key distinctions (Laney, 2001): 
 
● Volume: Big data moves away from the previous necessity to limit datasets by using 
sampling methods to create a smaller sub-section that is representative of a larger 
entity. Instead, the large quantity of generated and stored data allows for the 
interrogation of the entity itself. Example: Rather than sampling the travel behaviour 
of a subset of public transport passengers using manual methods, the introduction of 
electronic ticketing, such as London’s Oyster Card, produces big data sets that 
represent all passengers using this system. 
● Velocity: Electronic means of capturing, storing and processing data afford faster 
and up to real-time speeds at which data is available for analysis. Example: Rather 
than printed timetable information being distributed and displayed at bus stops 
across a city, Real-Time Passenger Information (RTPI) systems use digital 
transmission of data to display public transport information, taking into account time 
and route changes due to delays or road closures. 
● Variety: Data can be generated wherever there is computing equipment. This 
increases the diversity of formats, the number of different sources, and the spatial 
reach of data collection. Example: Rather than relying on induction loops embedded 
in the road, a city’s public transport system can be analysed using location data from 
GPS systems on board of vehicles, passenger data from RFID readers used to “tap 
on” and “tap off” electronic ticketing cards, CCTV security cameras, and even 
individual feedback passengers submit on social media channels such as Facebook 
and Twitter. 
 
The three Vs were incorporated in this succinct definition (Mauro, Greco, & Grimaldi, 2016): 
“Big Data represents the Information assets characterized by such a High Volume, Velocity 
and Variety to require specific Technology and Analytical Methods for its transformation into 
Value.” 
 
In addition to the three Vs, various commentators have argued for adding to this list (Altintas 
& Gupta, 2016; Hilbert, 2016), for example, Veracity to highlight questions of quality, 
accuracy, validity, and volatility; Valence to describe the complexity, connectedness and 
density of big data sets, and; Value to keep in mind the ability of the big data analytics to 
solve the problem at hand. 
 
Introducing three interconnected layers provides another perspective of looking at big data 
analytics: First, there are the aforementioned technical aspects that enable generating, 
transmitting, processing, and storing big data, including hardware and software infrastructure 
such as sensors as part of the internet of things (IoT), cloud computing, data centres, 
visualisation and analysis facilities, etc. Second, big data analytics requires expertise from 
mathematicians, statisticians, computer scientists working on the algorithmic challenges of 
big data. This methodological layer comprises the interdisciplinary field of data science 
focussed on the research methods, processes and systems to extract knowledge, insights 
and value from big data. And third, and perhaps closely tied with data science, are 
epistemological and ethical questions and concerns – and these add a rich and vital layer 
of criticality to big data analytics – from fields such as media and communication studies 
(Boyd & Crawford, 2012), internet studies and governance (Mayer-Schönberger & Cukier, 
2013), sociology (Burrows & Savage, 2014), and geography (M. Graham & Shelton, 2013). 
 
Applying big data analytics to cities and urban contexts gives rise to the new field of urban 
science (Batty, 2013a). This specific area of research and practice is sometimes also 
described by the term urban informatics, however, in this book, we subscribe to a broader 
scope and definition for urban informatics. The descriptions provided by Townsend in his 
foreword and by Foth in his preface to the “Handbook of Research on Urban Informatics” 
(Foth, 2009) emphasise two key characteristics: First, the new possibilities (including real-
time data) for both citizens and city administrations afforded by ubiquitous computing, and; 
(2) the convergence of physical and digital aspects of the city. This is also incorporated into 
the following definition (Foth, Choi, & Satchell, 2011): 
 
“Urban informatics is the study, design, and practice of urban experiences across different 
urban contexts that are created by new opportunities of real-time, ubiquitous technology and 
the augmentation that mediates the physical and digital layers of people networks and urban 
infrastructures.” 
 
Although closely related, we also distinguish urban informatics from urban computing by 
suggesting that the former includes attention to the social and human implications of 
technology in cities – similar to the community and socio-cultural emphases of how 
community informatics and social informatics are defined (Gurstein, 2007). Urban computing 
focusses more on technology and computing. Urban informatics emphasises the relationship 
between urbanity, as expressed through the many dimensions of urban life, and technology. 
 
However, starting in 2012 and fuelled by the increasing popularity of commercial 
opportunities under the label of smart city and big data (Townsend, 2013), subsequent 
definitions became narrow and limited in defining urban informatics mainly as big data 
analytics for efficiency and productivity gains in city contexts – unless the arts, humanities, 
and social sciences are added to the interdisciplinary mix (Thrift, 2014). This specialisation 
within urban informatics is sometimes referred to as “data-driven, networked urbanism” 
(Kitchin, 2015) or urban science (Batty, 2013a), and a range of new research centres 
focussing on urban science were established since (Figure xx). 
 
Figure xx: Timeline of research centres that focus on urban science, urban informatics, and 
related research. (Townsend, 2015) 
 
Two technology and data-centric definitions of urban informatics: 
 
“The use of information and communications technology to better understand metropolitan 
needs, challenges, and opportunities.” (Bays & Callanan, 2012). 
 
“Urban informatics, understood as the capture of the soundings produced by all of a city’s 
connected devices and the application of data from those devices analysed in various ways.” 
(Thrift, 2014). 
 
This narrow view prominent in the new field of urban science was met with criticism by many 
scholars and commentators calling for a broader perspective that included not just the views 
of city officials but citizens. They suggested a shift in focus from the smart city to smart 
citizens (Foth, Brynskov, & Ojala, 2015; Foth et al., 2016; Hemment & Townsend, 2013). 
Batty included both aspects – the narrow focus on data analysis and the wider focus on 
citizen participation and engagement – in his definition of urban informatics: 
 
“Urban Informatics is loosely defined as the application of computers to the functioning of 
cities. In its narrower focus, it pertains to the ways in which computers are being embedded 
into cities as hardware and as software so that the routine functions can be made more 
efficient, not only through automated responses but through the data that such computation 
generates which is central to policy analysis. This narrow focus is on control. In its wider 
focus, it is concerned with the use of computers and communications to enable services to 
be delivered across many domains and to enable populations to engage and interact in 
policy issues that require citizen participation.” (Batty, 2013b). 
 
Kitchen (2016) views urban science and urban informatics as separate but complementary 
fields that often intersect. He provides a useful definition in his primer of urban science that 
distinguishes it from the broader scope of urban informatics (and urban interaction design), 
which this book as a whole introduces. 
 
“Urban science is an interdisciplinary approach that practices and promotes a scientific and 
computational explanation of city systems and the processes of urbanization. It uses 
statistical analysis and data analytics – including machine learning, data mining, visual 
analytics, modelling and simulation – to identify causal relationships and predict how city 
systems work.” (Kitchin, 2017, p. 2). 
 
In this primer, Kitchen is sensitive to carefully acknowledge criticism of urban science. The 
positivistic roots of the discipline clash with the often socio-cultural constructivism leaning 
epistemological foundations of other urban studies disciplines. The helicopter or bird’s eye 
view picture of the city rendered by urban big data analytics may be of higher fidelity than 
what was possible at the time of Robert Moses and Jane Jacobs in the 1960s. Yet, systemic 
limitations and issues remain, such as the questionable belief that instrumental rationality, 
quantitative methods, and technological automation will solve all urban problems.  
 
“Urban science has thus far failed to recognize that cities are complex, multifaceted, 
contingent, relational systems, full of contestation and wicked problems that are not easily 
captured or steered, and that urban issues are often best solved through political/social 
solutions, policy interventions, and citizen-centred deliberative democracy rather than 
technical fixes and technocratic forms of governance.” (Kitchin, Lauriault, & McArdle, 2015). 
 
To foster the recognition Kitchen et al. call for, this book engages a transdisciplinary 
approach to sensitise readers to a view that does not ignore but in fact embraces cities as 
complex, culturally rich, ambiguous, dynamic, diverse, and hopefully, humane. 
 
The recognition that a city is not a computer (Mattern, 2017) requires the artful reconciliation 
and integration of the systems perspective (usually, “from above”) with the human 
perspective (usually, “from below”). A consequence of such act of reconciliation may in fact 
be a reversal of the top-down / bottom-up dichotomy altogether (Fredericks, Caldwell, & 
Tomitsch, 2016). However, before we do so let us look at another crucial component of the 
software-sorted city: algorithms. 
Algorithmic Culture 
In 2006, TIME Magazine published a picture (Figure xx) of a computer on its cover as the 
“Person of the Year” with the words “You. Yes, you. You control the Information Age. 
Welcome to your world.” The selection highlighted the profound shift in the way that the 
World Wide Web has advanced to allow an increasing number of everyday people to not 
only access information, but contribute and participate in their own right. This trend has been 
popularised as, Web 2.0, or the social media revolution (Hardey, 2007) – Jenkins (2006) 
coined the term, “participatory culture.” The ability for everyone to become a creator, 
publisher, remixer, recommender, sharer, and referrer has led to an exponential growth in 
content: Every 60 seconds on Facebook, 510 comments are posted, 293,000 statuses are 
updated, and 136,000 photos are uploaded (thesocialskinny.com, 2015). However, quantity 
of content does not imply quality, and thus with more sources of content, spread via more 
digital media channels, to more people, web users started to face the problem of information 
overload. 
 
Corporations such as Facebook and Google have deployed sophisticated filters and 
recommendation systems designed to help us navigate the otherwise bloated social 
mediascape. The content displayed on Facebook’s news feed is selected based on a user’s 
profile, their location, interests, habits, online transactions – what they post, share, 
recommend, and “like.” The popularity of social media stems from its power to create 
personalised spaces, walled gardens, which are tailored to individual preferences and favour 
content relevant to each user. An algorithm proprietary to each social media site determines 
what is deemed relevant: With the absence of a journalistic or editorial code of ethics, these 
algorithms determine the makeup of the Facebook news feed, Google’s top search results, 
and the recommendations on whom to follow on Twitter and what to buy on Amazon. They 
are optimised to prioritise content that will generate more traffic. 
 
Lotan (2014) warns that, “We’re not seeing different viewpoints, but rather more of the same. 
A healthy democracy is contingent on having a healthy media ecosystem. As builders of 
these online networked spaces, how do we make sure we are optimizing not only for traffic 
and engagement, but also an informed public? … The underlying algorithmics powering this 
recommendation engine help reinforce our values and bake more of the same voices into 
our information streams.” 
 
The compounding aspects of this polarisation of opinions – also referred to as echo 
chambers and filter bubbles – have been studied in political science (Andris et al., 2015), 
media and communication studies (Aiello et al., 2012; Dvir-Gvirsman, 2016), and journalism 
(Pariser, 2011). 
 
From a cultural studies perspective, Striphas (2015) has coined the term we use for this 
section, “algorithmic culture,” in an article where he traces the lineage and dissects the 
contributions of three broad concepts, that is, crowd, information, and algorithm. He posits 
that, “algorithms are becoming decisive, and [...] companies like Amazon, Google and 
Facebook are fast becoming, despite their populist rhetoric, the new apostles of culture.” (p. 
407). He illustrates his argument with two examples that may also be useful here to cite in 
order to problematise the role of algorithms in society. The first occurred early in 2009. It 
transpired that over 57,000 book titles with gay and lesbian themes had suddenly been 
excluded from Amazon’s sales rankings, searches and bestseller lists. In response to 
inquiries from upset authors, customers, readers and the media, the online retailer attributed 
the mistake to a cataloguing error caused by a member of staff in France who changed the 
value of a single database variable – ‘adult’ – from false to true. This resulted in all book 
titles associated with this metadata to be removed from show. Amazon rejected any 
accusations of homophobia, and downplayed the case as a glitch: “Mistakes do happen at 
Amazon.com – we’re all human” (James, 2009) – yet a glitch globally amplified by 
algorithmic systems. 
 
The second example is from 2011 relating to the Occupy Wall Street movement. On 1 
October, 700 activists were arrested at an incident on Brooklyn Bridge. Yet, even on that 
day, with high traffic of tweets, the hashtag #occupywallstreet never showed up in the official 
“Trending Topics” list issued by Twitter (Albright, 2011; Gillespie, 2011). Twitter sought to 
provide various justifications why #occupywallstreet never trended, such as the hashtag 
itself not being novel or the volume of traffic using the hashtag not amounting to a peak 
incline steep enough to warrant inclusion in the list of trending topics. Yet, rebuttals of these 
excuses appeared, rendering the real reasons mysterious (Albright, 2011). 
 
What these examples nicely illustrate is the difficulty with which scrutiny can be applied to 
these algorithms. Dourish1 (2016, p. 6) refers to this as “algorithmic opacity.” Synthesising 
his account of the manifold issues and challenges we face in algorithmic culture, he 
proposes three directions or lessons to be drawn. The first one is to, “pair analyses of 
algorithms with analyses of the various phenomena of data – data items, data streams, and 
data structures – upon which they operate and in relation to which they are formulated” (p. 
8). This related to the aforementioned call to add the notion of valence to the practice of big 
data analytics. Second, Dourish calls attention to “algorithmic identity,” that is, new ways for 
algorithms to be isolated and examined – yet, he also cautions, similar to Gillespie (Gillespie, 
2012), that this may also require dealing with digitally identical algorithms with multiple 
embodiments in different corporations or platforms. And third, Dourish points out the 
temporalities of algorithms – both the processes enacted by them and their own evolution 
and versioning. 
 
Let us now look at how algorithmic culture relates to cities, ponder the implications of 
software-sorted cities, and outline some possible ways to tinker with algorithms. 
Getting Lost in the Smart City 
IoT sensors, ubiquitous computing technology, and urban media are dispersed into all areas 
of public space from residential (Wouters, Huyghe, & Vande Moere, 2013), communal 
(Valkanova, Jorda, Tomitsch, & Vande Moere, 2013) to commercial (Haeusler, Tomitsch, & 
Tscherteu, 2013). Urban media complement the range of media and communication devices 
(smartphones, tablets, fitness trackers, etc.) that together provide a ubiquitous gateway 
connecting us to the physical and digital layers of the city. However, they also bring unique 
and largely untapped qualities yet to be explored and examined further, such as their ability 
to reach a diversity of citizens, and to experiment and tamper with algorithmic filters, e.g., to 
provide citizens with a range of controls to set their own parameters. 
 
Urban informatics (Foth, 2009), urban interaction design (Brynskov et al., 2014), and media 
architecture (Haeusler et al., 2013) attract increasing global attention as researchers, 
governments, urban planners and creatives question how they can support sustainable and 
vibrant urban developments, civic innovation, and economic productivity through community 
engagement and social participation. This section will conclude this chapter by outlining a 
nascent research agenda to realise the “potential to move beyond ‘ambient television’ to play 
a role in initiating new collective interactions in public space” (McQuire, Martin, & Niederer, 
2009). 
 
Although the advantages of using social media for civic engagement have been 
demonstrated in numerous studies (Foth, Forlano, Satchell, & Gibbs, 2011; Rotman et al., 
2011), we are wary that incremental improvements to the same platforms will not bring about 
a quantum change in the practice and impact of civic engagement. However, we see 
potential in the socio-cultural diversity that cities offer (Wood & Landry, 2008), and call for a 
focus on the touch points between ‘the city’ and its civic body, the citizenry. In order to 
                                                
1 Paul Dourish gave the Miegunyah Distinguished Visiting Fellows Lecture at the University of 
Melbourne on 23 Feb 2016 on the topic of “The Social Lives of Algorithms.” The lecture recording is 
available here: http://www.eng.unimelb.edu.au/engage/events/lectures/dourish-2016  
provide for meaningful civic engagement, the city must provide appropriate interfaces (de 
Waal, 2014; Foth & Brynskov, 2016). Such urban interfaces can provide an innovative 
avenue for addressing these issues by fostering depolarisation through engagement with 
civic media. Urban media bring unique qualities, such as their ability to reach a diversity of 
citizens, and the availability of public spaces as opportunity spaces (Hornecker et al., 2006). 
Further research is required to examine how the arrival and uptake of urban interfaces and 
situated civic media (Gordon & Mihailidis, 2016) can be integrated into our city environments 
to reach, support and engage citizens. In this context, we are particularly interested in their 
ability to temper with the software and algorithmic dominance of digital urban platforms (S. 
Graham, 2005; Widmer, 2016). 
 
As we have seen earlier, it is useful to problematise the algorithmic culture of a city that 
tends to be tailored towards homophily and like-mindedness for convenience or commercial 
reasons. This is further corroborated by the fact that the socio-cultural diversity of cities is 
linked to economic productivity (Ottaviano & Peri, 2006). Cities and their diversity have been 
described as the engines of innovation and economic growth (Bairoch, 1991), and diversity 
is seen as a key factor of a city’s success (Jacobs, 1969; Wood & Landry, 2008). Global 
cities, such as London, Paris, New York and Tokyo, are contributing to world economic 
growth and innovation largely because of the cultural diversity of their populations (Sassen, 
2011). Our cities are at a critical juncture as digital technology is entering all aspects of 
urban life resulting in algorithmic culture to set in with the risk of unprecedented levels of 
socio-cultural polarisation that eradicates a city’s diversity advantage. On a global scale this 
effect is rapidly emerging and is manifest in recent political events. 
 
What is the role of urban interaction design as an innovative avenue for fostering both 
depolarisation and discovery and value of difference? Can we juxtapose the challenges of 
algorithmic culture with opportunities of socio-cultural diversity afforded by the city and urban 
media? There is as yet no theoretical framework that reflects both new technical capabilities 
and affordances as well as new emerging socio-technical practices of using urban media. 
Instead, current iterations of urban media, such as urban screens, often build on existing 
models of broadcasting information or advertising often unrelated to its location and 
audience (Vande Moere & Wouters, 2012). 
 
The idea to disrupt the ‘software-sorted city’ by using the potential of urban media to expose 
and counteract their own complicity in algorithmic culture has an earlier analogue in the 
project of the Situationist International (SI) (1957–1972). A group headed by Guy Debord, 
the SI specifically sought to ‘renovate’ urban geography and the experience of the city 
through ‘nonpassivity’ to what they called the ‘spectacular city’ – a city in which they believed 
‘authentic’ urban experience had been smothered by bureaucracy and capital-consumerist 
images and products, leaving citizens alienated and reduced to passive spectators of urban 
life (P. Mitchell, 2008). Specifically, the SI promoted two techniques for disrupting the 
spectacular city: the dérive (literally, drifting) and détournement (deflection, rerouting, or 
hijacking). Debord (Debord, 1981 [1956]) describes the technique of the dérive as “primarily 
urban” and entailing “playful-constructive behavior:” a person going on the dérive would 
“drop their usual motives for movement and action, their relations, their work and leisure 
activities, and let themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters 
they find there” (p. 51). Perhaps more overtly and actively political was the method of 
détournement, which entailed subversive or counter-discursive parodying or reappropriation 
of consumer-capitalist urban media, such as billboard advertising. 
 
With this short but critical appraisal of the SI movement’s history in mind, let us imagine 
some ways to remedy the issue of algorithmic filters that risk a polarisation of opinions and 
jeopardise the formation of a functioning public sphere (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2016). In his book 
Geomedia, McQuire (2016) revisits Lefebvre’s notion of the ‘right to the city’ in the context of 
public space in the networked city. He examines the implications of an urban mediascape 
that is increasingly hybrid – physical / digital – due to software that computes location-based 
data in real time. Building on McQuire’s theorisation, we can identify a range of design 
interventions in the field of urban interaction design that have started to explore the role of 
urban media to identify and value diversity across people, places, and content in cities. This 
is what Zuckerman (2011) calls “cities as serendipity engines.” However, these existing 
studies and design interventions are not always explicitly brought in connection with either 
the SI movement or algorithmic culture. Examples include: 
 
● Familiar Strangers (Paulos & Goodman, 2004) – connecting strangers in public 
spaces; 
● Rebecca Ross’s London is Changing (londonischanging.org) – visualising local 
voices from diverse communities; 
● Mark Shepard’s Serendipitor – a component of the Sentient City Survival Kit 
(serendipitor.net) (Shepard, 2011), and Likeways app (Traunmueller, Fatah gen. 
Schieck, Schöning, & Brumby, 2013)  – both projects provide alternative wayfinding, 
that is, ways to “lose yourself” in cities (Foth, 2016); 
● upworthy.com (Pariser, 2011) – new form of news curation; 
● the Delphi method as a dialectic process to build agreement from disagreement 
(Dick, 2002), and; 
● Design frictions (Cox, Gould, Cecchinato, Iacovides, & Renfree, 2016) – moving from 
mindless to mindful interactions. 
 
Innovation thrives on diversity (Duranton & Puga, 2000; Jacobs, 1969; Ottaviano & Peri, 
2006; Wood & Landry, 2008). Since the exposure to diverse ideas, networks and 
communities are crucial to innovation as well as the functioning of democracy, there is a role 
for urban media to play in facilitating a dialogue across many civic groups. In particular, 
these often adversarial relationships could leverage the productive capacity of dissensus 
and dialectic processes (Dick, 2002). In this way, the city could become a platform for a kind 
of ‘6th Estate’ that can build on the role of traditional media as the 4th Estate and the 
Internet as the 5th Estate (Dutton, 2009; Foth, Tomitsch, Satchell, & Haeusler, 2015). 
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